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Review articles are considered to act as a solution for the information overload 
problem, especially in different scientific fields. The purpose of a good review is 
to supply reasoned and developed arguments, which is an indispensable 
ingredient in scientific literature. Thus the result should be a rich, condensed, 
timely, yet exhaustive source which provides all the necessary information and 
costs less Time. This paper aims at clarifying the added values of a good review 
article, its typology, and the qualifications it should have. On the other had the 
paper articulates some simple steps on should take to develop a plausible review.  
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“We have become far more proficient in generating information than we are in 
managing it, and we have also built technology that easily allows us to create new 
information without human intervention.” 
Jonathan Spira 
 
Introduction: The lingering problem called information overload 
T.S. Elliot once in a play titled The Rock asked “Where is the wisdom we have lost in 
knowledge? Where is the knowledge we have lost in Information?” But one can argue that 
the essence of this problem has rather a far-fetched root throughout the history. The idea of 
information overload and the inevitable necessity to cope with it has been the center of 
attention from around 16
th
 century, where one can see Conrad Gessner’s (1545) anxiety 
regarding abundance of books, which he calls it not only confusing but also harmful. Later 
on Baillet (1685) claimed that in order to prevent this evident danger one must separate 
those books of value from the useless ones. Till now a great deal of methods have been 
proposed through centuries based on each information medium to address this problem, and 
most of them include some sort of selection, ranking  and sometimes analyzing valuable 
information (Blair, 2003). As Gleick (2011) puts it our world is based upon the science of 
information, but some peripheral concepts have been formed around the idea of information 
since the very beginning. These concepts are considered to be “information overload”, 
“information glut”, “information anxiety” and “information fatigue”. The latter is supposed 
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to be apathy, indifference or mental exhaustion arising from exposure to too much 
information, especially stress induced by the attempt to assimilate excessive amounts of 
information from the media, internet or at work.  
All these new communication facilities and especially the web act as means to access 
the thoughts and ideas of as many people as possible around the world. Miller (2004) 
quotes both wurman and Swenson regarding the information overload and says “Since the 
advent of the industrial age, we have had a terrific word: ‘More’. It really worked for 
everything. When our roads became crowded, we built more roads. When our cities became 
unsafe, we hired more police officers, ordered more police cars, and built more prisons.” 
But when it comes to information, more doesn’t work anymore. When the instruction book 
that comes with my cell phone runs 148 pages, more doesn’t work anymore. When TV 
serves up to 67 channels on cable and 128 on satellite, more doesn’t work anymore. When a 
doctor has to read 250 articles every day to stay current, more doesn’t work anymore. When 
a daily paper contains 150,000 words, more doesn’t work anymore”. And this is because 
our human mind cannot process all these information. The situation brings about a “Choice 
Paradox” which means loss of control over the situation, along with the feeling of being 
overwhelmed and at last the information received becomes a burden rather than a help. In 
other words our capacity to consume falls far behind the capacity of human society to 
create information. Thus there is always a gap between the individual’s information 
processing capacity and the information load and this gap varies from a person to another 
(Schick, Gordon & Haka, 1990); since different people have different mind processing 
capabilities which help them handle different quantities of information. Yet when the 
threshold is reached the level of decision making effectiveness declines drastically (Miller 
1972).  
This situation lingers not only in public sectors but also in scientific community where 
the published output of academic research has undergone considerable growth and the 
world output of research articles tripled between 1970 and 1995. This growth continues as 
developing countries begin to increase their research output. For instance as Van Noorden 
(2012) claims only Iran shows 20% growth in its global scientific production (figure 1), 
where countries such as United States shows far less growth. 
 
 
Figure 1. The research papers published by 7 countries during 2010-2011 (VanNoorrden, 2012) 
 
The studies also show that 81% of new researchers think they should read more of the 
literature than they have time to do and since they should have clues for finding eligible 
literature, researchers prioritize different contents recommended by their peers during 
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conferences, or through other Papers. As mentioned previously as long as researchers have 
a finite capacity for reading, they will never achieve complete relief from information 
overload (Rapple, 2011).  
Controlling the information overload is important for pivotal role players of scientific 
community. For librarians information overload control ensures the use of resources they 
have gathered in their collections. As for the publishers, it ensures that the information is 
valued and read; so that they would receive their fair share of benefit from the information 
market. From the Funders point of view, controlling this problem helps in not wasting 
research investments on low-impact projects. Information overload is considered a barrier 
for absorbing the qualified information, thus for scientists controlling it ensures that they 
are kept constantly up-to-date with the most eligible sources of information. But from a 
more holistic view the science itself also benefit from controlling the abundance of 
information; since such control would ultimately results in new knowledge being 
assimilated and applied in line of progress. To this end there have been several attempts, 
among which one can mention review articles. 
Literature review is considered as a means of shrinking and abstracting large volumes 
of information; which ultimately leads to answering those questions dealing with “what 
works” or “what is right” in one situation and “what is not good” or even “suggested” in 
another. Through conducting a literature review different sources of information are read, 
analyzed, synthesized and sifted in order to find the right answer to a certain question. 
Without such an insight the one who is in need for information encounters a huge pile of 
unorganized literature that sometimes convey even contradicting results. This situation 
usually leaves the audience with high levels of uncertainty, after long hours of reading or 
studying. Thus the major problem is considered the abundance of information which leaves 
the potential audience clueless.  
 
Review article as a solution 
It is common for the science on any particular topic to be fragmented among different 
papers across different journals which are usually inaccessible for most of the decision 
makers. Review papers in such situations make bodies of evidence much more accessible 
(Primack, 2014). The importance of prioritizing scientific literature is that if a paper or a 
piece of information gets no priority it won’t get read. On the other hand, scientists have to 
be up-to-date since without information, one is going to lose touch with what is going on in 
his field of work. Thus all these scientist shall cope with the information explosion in a way 
and therefor they need some other scientists prepared to commit themselves to the job of 
sifting, reviewing, and synthesizing the information which has the quality and is suitable for 
consumption. These group of scientists are those who handle information not merely 
mechanically, but rather with sophistication and meaning. In order to do so, they have to 
have a great deal of knowledge regarding the field of study and the enactors of it.  
As Jerrells (2000) claims, review articles serve the readership of each journal; since 
scientific journal’s purpose is to communicate scientific facts and ideas. On the other hand 
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review articles shall help new scientists with complete yet concise information in a field of 
study. In other words well-written review will make its audience instant experts. Moreover 
a good review will also presents controversial areas and thus might ignite an interest for 
further studying them. This means that review papers often point to areas where new 
research could be usefully undertaken. Thus the most important point here would be that a 
review article is not merely a report on some references scattered among different journals 
(Marshal, 2007). A review is a process conducted to identify all the available and also 
reliable publications regarding a specific field of study. This process requires evaluating 
different sources of information qualitatively or quantitatively. 
Review articles are usually highly cited and since it is going to serve young scientists as 
a means of mastering, thus with the slightest error during analyzing or synthesis its ultimate 
goal might not be served. Therefor it is the journal and also the editor’s responsibility to see 
in to the whole process well-conduct; as for writing a review article is a time consuming 
task and it encompasses an in-depth study of all publications in certain field(s). An added 
value of writing such papers in each field of study is not only the opportunity to summarize 
and conclude on a broad range of literature but also it allows the author to fit the review 
within the needs of the respective field of study. These articles help the professionals to 
keep up with the pace of the changing environment and state of the art in different fields. 
To conclude, review papers commonly summarize the current knowledge on a selected 
topic, and they present an overview of a field of science that is broader than can be 
attempted in the “Introduction” or the “Discussion” of an article about a specific piece of 
research. In this regard to maintain reader’s interest, review articles must be topical, up to 
date, accurate, authoritative, and if possible, provocative and a good read.  
Due to their peculiarities, editors and audience both tend to appreciate good review 
papers (Rapple, 2011). From the editors point of view one can mention the following facts: 
1. Editors in chief usually themselves invite an eminent expert to conduct the review; 
2. The reading rate of review papers are high and this means higher impact on 
academic society; 
3. These types of papers would ensure a rather solid demand for the journal (from a 
financial point of view); 
4. Review papers are appreciated in scientific community and thus they receive 
considerable citations; 
5. Higher citations would naturally ends in a higher Impact Factor (IF) for the journal 
respectively (For instance Annual Reviews journals are consistently ranked in the top 3 for 
their respective categories in Thomson Reuters’ JCR). 
On the other hand from the audience perspective the benefits of a review article are as 
follows (Rapple, 2011): 
1. Review article  can serve a wide variety of information needs  
 It acts as a link to other related papers (based on the subject), 
 It acts as an introduction to a subject area, 
 Assesses the current state of the art in a related field, 
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 Saves time in evaluating and selecting only important literature, 
 Helps in improving scientific integrity and rigor in students, 
 Facilitates searching the literature as an information retrieval tool,  
 Serves as a surrogate in citing the background literature, 
 Identifies key workers in a subject field. 
2. Review articles are helpful in saving researchers and scientists’ time through 
 Providing Precise, Timely and reliable entry points to science, 
 Providing concentrated text with no wasted words efficiently, 
 Helping them keeping up-to-date, 
 Showing what their colleagues are working on,  
 Helping young scholars interpret and apply literature in the context of their 
research needs. And as for the students with dissertations, the literature review is previously 
prepared. 
3. Review articles ensure a minimum level of quality since  
 Experts are usually appointed to conduct literature reviews, 
 They try to sift and filter the information for gems through digesting the contents 
of prominent academic journals, 
 Experts won’t let the audience simply read anything, rather they point people to 
the quality, 
 Review article prepares a shortcut to most read, most influential and most 
reliable literature. 
As for the publishers review articles are to be viewed from two different perspectives 
based on the economic model applied for the journal. In a fee-based model since these 
papers ensure more use, they also guarantee higher subscription and citation rates, due to 
the unavoidable quality control. In open access platforms, more use leads to higher 
visibility, which in turn increases the citation rates; again due to the unavoidable quality 
control. Furthermore one can think of other benefits of a review article such as: 
1. Macro reviews give the audience a big picture of the field, 
2. This picture provides insights through showing the “coming of the age”, 
3. Thus it can suggest the direction that the development should take, 
4. This Bird’s eye view can shape the ongoing intellectual conversation and suggest 
future hot topics in a field, 
5. Reviews provide a snapshot of the field over a period of time  
6. Record the longer-term development of science  
7. Provide a history for the field  
8. Provide the knowledge of how scientists got from point A to point B which helps 
other scientists getting to point C in a distinct field. 
 
Review Articles Typology  
Due to the abundance of primary sources of information in different fields of study in 
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form of research papers, secondary information resources in the form of review articles are 
constantly being published. Rys et al (2009) along with many other scientists differentiate 
among different types of review articles. Two broad categories of reviews are narrative and 
systematic. Narrative reviews rarely detail the methods used to select the literature 
included, nor do the authors typically report the purpose of the review. On the other hand, 
systematic reviews limit bias by disclosing the purpose of the paper, the assembly of the 
literature, and the appraisal of study quality. A meta-analysis, a specific style of systematic 
review, quantitatively pooling data from individual studies for re-analysis, are considered as 
basic elements in this type of reviews. Table 1 summarizes the main differences between 
these two reviews (Callcut & Branson, 2009; Cook & Eastwood, 1999). As it is mentioned 
in table 1, six areas of difference are distinctive (i.e. Topic or question, Literature sources, 
Literature selection, Literature appraisal, Literature synthesis, and recommendations or 
inferences).  
 
Table 1.  
Characteristics of narrative and systematic reviews 
Characteristic Narrative Review Systematic Review 
Topic or question 
Broad overview without a specific 
question 
Narrow scope, with a specific 
question to be answered 
Literature sources 
Limited sources, typically not 
specified, potentially biased 
Wide variety of specifically named 
databases, explicit search strategy 
Literature selection Unspecified, potentially biased 
Pre-determined specific criteria for 
selection of papers, uniformly applied 
Literature appraisal 
Unspecified, variable, and 
potentially biased 
Rigorous critical review using 
specific criteria 
Literature synthesis Qualitative summary Quantitative summary 
Recommendations/ 
inferences 




These elements form a base for evaluating different types of review articles. As Rys 
etal. (2009) put it, systematic reviews through time have been considered as a reliable 
source of secondary information.  
 
How to conduct a review 
One of the most important steps toward making a review as informative and useful as 
possible is the selection, through which those papers that are going to be reported are 
selected based on a learned and unbiased search strategy. Both the search strategy and the 
selection phase are to be reported in a review paper. In other words, after the author’s (or 
co-authors’) expertise on a topic, multiplied by his creativity and perspective, the topic 
which is to be reviewed, the literature based on which the review is going to be prepared 
and choosing the right type of review between narrative or systematic are considered to be 
of outmost importance. Based on Webster and Watson’s paper (2002) one can identify a 
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few steps in writing a review although some differences always are to be seen in different 
fields or among works of different scientists. 
1. Make decisions about novel ideas or new opinions around which the review will be 
centered; 
2. Decide on a literature search strategy; 
3. Collect all relevant literature; 
4. Enroll coauthors if necessary; 
5. Enter citations into an electronic database; 
6. Organize journal articles into groups that will form subheadings Within 
subheadings, organize literature into subgroups that form topic sentences; 
7. Fill in the content; 
8. Ask for peer review from a variety of people; 
9. Update with any newly published literature or new ideas as you progress. 
Webster and Watson (2002) ascertain that the paper must motivate the topic along with 
definition of the key variables in the review, articulating the exact contribution of the paper. 
The scope of the review has to be clearly defined and stating the units of analysis is 
mandatory. A good review covers relevant and on the topic literature, thus it is not confined 
to a certain research methodology, one journal or one geographic region. Literature reviews 
are topic centric, therefor there is no prescribed structure for them, yet one can outline the 
scope of the material being covered in its introductory parts but from this point onward, 
there is no standard structure to adhere to; but readers do look for new ideas, all of the 
literature relevant to these ideas and specific information that clarifies these ideas. The 
other point that the author of review article should take in to consideration is that since the 
number of literature being analyzed in a paper is rather high, they should only report the 
very important pieces of information. Some paraphrase this fact as “authors should act like 
adults”. When children describe something they try their best to communicate every 
possible detail they remember. For instance when a child describes a scene in one of the 
Star war movies, they might say: “At first they invaded the ship then the robots escaped, 
and then Darth Vader told Luke that he is his father and Luke threw himself in to the cloud 
city’s reactor core! But then he escaped aboard Millennium falcon”. When the same scene 
described by an adult, the result might be like this: “A couple of people fought aliens and 
Gee! Darth vader is Luke’s father”. Describing every detail to its best, sometimes might 
communicate better but here as mentioned before “More doesn’t work anymore”. Since the 
audience of review articles are in pursuit of concise and enriched pieces of information 
regarding the whole schema of scientific development in certain field(s). 
 
Concluding Remarks 
Through a review article reader is led to the “frontiers of science” at once. Reviews 
emphasize on those areas where technology should be improved or scientific advancement 
is needed. A coherent review will always contain at least some segments of straightforward, 
factual materials that lead its audience to the right answer for some elemental questions 
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such as mentioned previously in this paper. In review articles, the value of the available 
information is summarized in a conclusion to orientate the reader and help them with new 
points of view. 
All these efforts are made because some research data are more reliable and a good 
review must bring these facts out. A good review will provide an introduction which clearly 
shapes the expectations of the reader and it points to the first scientists who have been 
frontiers in a certain field. And as a conclusion the authors of such papers try their best to 
bring the reader to a firm conclusion. Till this point all types of reviews either narrative or 
systematic share the same goal but through time systematic reviews proved more efficient 
in handling the problem of lack of structure in review articles. Thus a systematic review 
might be more fruitful than narrative review regarding information overload; unless the 
narrative review is done by a distinguished scientist in the field, who has almost always 
been invited to write a review of a specific field.  
To conclude, the purpose of a good review is to supply reasoned and developed 
arguments, which is an indispensable ingredient in scientific literature. Thus the result 
should be a rich, condensed, timely, yet exhaustive source which provides all the necessary 
information and costs less Time! So that other scientists would develop a fair view of the 
field, within a reasonable time frame, and with less effort.  
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